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ONGOING PRACTICES CONSTANTLY BEING INVENTED
AT HEART OF CATHOLIC TRADITION, SAYS AUTHOR
DAYTON, Ohio- Is Catholic tradition like a heavy gold rock, a weighty object mined
in the past that is passed unchanged from one generation to the next? Is it a folded cloak
unfolded over time? Are traditions given or are they made?
A groundbreaking new book by Terrence W. Tilley, chair of the religious studies
department at the University of Dayton, argues that tradition is more fully understood as a set
of ongoing practices constantly being invented.
"If a tradition is not to die, it must be reinvented as the context in which it lives

changes," said Tilley, author of Inventing Catholic Tradition (Orbis, November 2000,$24
paperback). "A living tradition," Tilley said, "is a set of practices received, renewed and
reinvented for another generation to receive, renew and reinvent."
The book is earning acclaim from theologians and scholars who have praised it as "the
work of a master" and "some of the best Catholic (and catholic) thinking being done today."
The key insight: "Believing is a practice. If we talk about religious belief, we have to take it as
one of a set of religious practices people engage in," Tilley said.
The time was ripe for such a book, Tilley pointed out. Since the work of theologian Yves
Congar, "almost nothing new and substantive has been done in 40 years- decades in which
we've seen the development of post-modern thought and the post-Vatican II church and change
in the intellectual and religious climate. It was time to rework theology and tradition."
Tilley's book was released almost simultaneously with John Thiel's Sense of Tradition
(Oxford University Press). Although the two scholars worked independently and have different
approaches, "both of us are trying to initiate a new discussion about what it means to live in
and live out a tradition."
Tilley's work stands in contrast to two camps: those who maintain traditions are
deliberately invented and made up -rules imposed by the elite on the non-elite; and those
who maintain that traditions are simply things that are found and passed on.
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Over the past 20 years, "theologians have recovered a multiplicity of standard Catholic
traditions .... Philosophers and theologians of the last 25 years have shown that traditions are
not fixed but fluid," Tilley said. For example, "historians of the Eucharist show us we have had
multiple practices. When Pope Pius X nearly a century ago recommended daily communion,
that innovation in practice had repercussions that changed our understanding of the Eucharist
and prepared the way for the dialogue mass of the 1950s and the vernacular mass of the 1960s
to the present," Tilley said.
"To receive communion for us today doesn't mean quite what it did in our greatgrandparents' time. It has a different significance for us, but there is continuity in tradition
because the practice is carried on with a similar goal: to live a Christian life as a Catholic for the
greater glory of God. The Eucharist feeds us in that."
By contrast, the practice of weekly confession has been largely abandoned. "It may come
back," he said, noting that no litmus test exists to measure continuity. "The only way we can
discern continuity is whether the practice lives in the community that carries that tradition."
One aspect of the book garnering critical attention is the chapter in which Tilley
describes a "grammar" of the Catholic intellectual tradition. The hallmarks of this grammar
include an emphasis on an "analogical imagination"- an intellectual practice that seeks to find
unity and similarity among events or states bf affairs that seem different; a universal hope, an
inclusive community, a public church and a gracious God.
"I'm hopeful that chapter will suggest to folk the range and the depth of the Catholic
intellectual tradition," Tilley said.
His book, which "is the product of lots of interaction with of the faculty of the University
of Dayton ... may help make us more conscious about what we're talking about when we're
talking about tradition. If we can realize we are bearers and reinventors of tradition, we should
realize tremendous freedom and responsibility. We must be free in reinventing what it means to
be Catholic, and we carry responsibility to keep tradition alive."
-30For media interviews, contact Terrence Tilley at (937) 229-4322 or via e-mail at
Terrence.Tilley@notes.udayton.edu. For a review copy of the book, contact Sue Perry at Orbis
Books, Box 308, Maryknoll, NY 10545-0308 or via e-mail at sperry@maryknoll.org.

